On Tuesday, 6 May 1760, the Order of the Garter conducted the installation of a knight at Windsor Castle, outside London. A day of ceremony and festivity, participated in by a throng of knights, nobility, clergy, and others, ended with a splendid ball and supper.1 On Wednesday most of those who attended as well as numerous servants made their way back to London (1).
swung his sword, inflicting a deep cut on the anterior surface of Robinson's right forearm.
Roberts then galloped off, the party in the wagon pursuing him into the nearby town of Hounslow. They found Roberts at the door of an inn, the Rose and Crown, where he again threatened them with his drawn hanger. At In his deposition at the inquest, however, David Tooth, one of the chairmen, "6particularly adds that Blows were exchanged between Roberts and the deceased before the Blow was given with the Hanger." William Robinson grew steadily more ill, and on 18 May, 11 days after he was attacked, he died of "a violent fever," undoubtedly the result of infection of his wound.
The inquest was held on 21 May at an inn, the Shepherd and Flock, on Shepherd Street in the Parish of St. George Hanover Square, City of Westminster. 4 The coroner was Mr. John Heary. In addition to the testimony already summarized, the court heard a report of a postmortem examination of the deceased.5 The document was signed by three doctors, John Riddell, who had attended Robinson, John Pickford, and William Hunter, and was in Hunter's hand.6 William (1718-1783), bachelor brother of the illustrious John, was famous in his own right as an accoucheur and anatomist. Gifted as a professional man, he was also cultured, charming, and socially ambitious. Among his obstetrical patients were many ladies of the nobility, and the doctor was a favorite guest at evening loo parties in fashionable homes. Hunter was proud to count William Pitt and Lady Esther among his friends and had in fact delivered their son William the previous year (8, 9) . Since the medical men who attended and conducted postmortem examinations were nearly always surgeons (10, 1 1), it seems probable that there was a special reason for Hunter, an accoucheur, to participate in the autopsy on Robinson. Whether the doctor's presence was arranged by or on behalf of the Pitt family because Roberts was their longtime servant, we do not know.
The postmortem report was dated 21 May 1760, the day of the inquest.
We have this day examined the body of William Robinson and observed nothing that could be suspected to be the cause of his death except a wound in the right wrist. It was upon the inside, that is, of the same side as the Thumb, and its direction was obliquely downwards towards the hand. A part of the bone of the arm was divided and the cut was continued into the joint of the wrist. As a result of the inquest Roberts was indicted on three charges, for willful murder, for feloniously slaying, and on the coroner's inquisition (12) . His trial on 9 July was reported at unusual length in the Old Bailey Sessions Papers. Reference has already been made to much of the significant testimony. Toward the end of the trial John Riddell, and later William Hunter, made similar statements of great importance about Robinson's wound. The victim, it will be recalled, had said that he was injured by the hanger when he raised his arm to protect his head.
Q. Could that wound be received when the man was acting on the defensive? Hunter. I imagine it is impossible; it was just as much cut on the outside as the inside, and cut slanting towards the fingers; it could not be cut as his hand was up, for if so, it would have been slanting towards his body, it must be while his hand was down, or holding the [Roberts'] horse's bridle.
Cross Examination Q. Supposing a man was raising his hand, and a blow was to come on that sort, would it not depend much on the direction of the weapon, and the force of the blow, to beat down the arm, and carry it before it? Dr. Hunter. When a man is striking at another, he has his face towards him, it must cut him in the direction towards his body, and not towards his fingers (3) .
The implication here, as in the postmortem report, was that, rather than defending himself when he was hurt, Robinson was holding his arm in an offensive position, presumably as he grasped his stick or the horse's bridle and that therefore he was fighting with Roberts. This of course was contrary to the statement that had been made by the dead man. Two King's messengers who were in the Pitt home when Roberts returned from Windsor, and also Pitt's steward and butler, told how Roberts complained of a painful injury to his shoulder. He showed them, they said, a large bruise on his upper arm. Finally, these individuals and no less than 33 others, some of them also servants, who knew Roberts well testified to his good character; "he is a very humane, good natur'd man, very serviceable to anyone that wants his assistance, far from that of a cruel or passionate man." Hunter himself said he had known the prisoner "about 3 or 4 years, his behavior in the family was really civil, I have the best authority for saying it, a man extremely civil and obliging." Counsel for the prisoner said he could present another hundred character witnesses, but the judge responded, "No man's character was ever better established."
Roberts was found guilty of manslaughter. He was sentenced to be branded in the hand and discharged (12) .
The case is important not only because of the prominent figures who were involved but for other reasons. Forensic medicine, relatively well advanced on the continent, was still in its infancy in England and postmortem examinations for legal purposes were unusual. Most autopsies were hasty and incomplete; histological examination of tissues from the autopsy had not yet begun. Surgeons customarily performed post-mortem examinations but William Hunter was an accoucheur.7 The previously unknown autopsy report documents one of his less familiar activities. Finally, we are left to ponder the extent to which Hunter's shrewd testimony at Roberts' trial may have weakened the case of the prosecution and helped to save Pitt's servant from the gallows.
